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The Real Invitation

Text:  Matthew 4:12–22

I’ve shared with you before that between the ages of 13–17 I washed dishes 
30 hours a week at a very high-class restaurant. It was  called “La Maison 
du Gourmet” and it was considered the finest restaurant in Roanoke and 
surrounding areas. It was underground and all the walls were made of 
brick and stone, the lighting was dim and cast a golden color throughout 
the restaurant. They had a real authentic French chef who was born and 
trained in Paris. His name was Eugene Fesquet and he was definitely the 
real deal. I’ve always had a really good work ethic and Eugene recognized 
that I was an excellent dish washer. 

The truth is that I didn’t like being there but realized that if I worked hard 
and didn’t just stand around the time would pass faster. One day Eugene 
came to me with the offer to work with him which meant that I would no 
longer wash dishes but would be his pot washer and kitchen assistant. He 
would teach me certain recipes and it would my responsibility to prepare 
certain items. For instance, he was known for his excellent Quiche Loraine 
and his beef Wellington was second to none. He was a superb chef and had 
many recipes that were unique to him, but these two would be shared with 
me under his supervision. I also learned his recipes for salad dressings and 
started helping him with the preparation for those. I was in high school 
taking my second year of French, for the second time, and he helped me 
with my atrocious pronunciation.
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This arrangement went on for quite awhile until I graduated from high 
school. I then made plans to leave for college and gave my notice to the 
owners of La Maison. Eugene came to me and was incredulous that I was 
going to college. He was genuinely hurt because as far as he was 
concerned, I was training as his apprentice so that I would one day be a 
first-class chef. That was certainly news to me and not something that I had 
asked for or agreed to. As far as I was concerned, I had merely been 
assisting him instead of washing dishes. 

I confess that I had enjoyed working with him but from his perspective, he 
had offered to share his knowledge and culinary talents that had been 
accumulated over a lifetime. His father had been a well-known baker and 
pastry chef in France and Eugene at some point had accepted an invitation 
to be an apprentice, which was a very serious commitment in his culture. I 
wasn’t a part of that culture and totally missed the intent and seriousness 
of his offer. He had plans to start and run his own restaurant called 
“Fesquets” which he did until he died at the age of 61. Was he thinking that 
I would follow him until I was trained and able to offer my talents to a 
restaurant? I don’t know. I never intended to betray or go back on a 
commitment. I just didn’t understand what he was offering me.

Today, we’re going to take a look at Matthew 4:12–22 and what Jesus was 
actually inviting the disciples into when he said, “Follow me, and I will 
make you fishers of men.” I seriously doubt that they understood this 
invitation until much later and I suspect that we often mis-read the depth 
and scope of Jesus’ offer of salvation and relationship as well.

As you know we are in the season of Epiphany which when you narrow it 
down has two main focal points: Christ’s manifestation to the world 
through his life and ministry and our need to focus on it as we consider 
what it means to follow him.
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Before we look at Matthew 4:12–22, I believe it important for us to be aware 
of one aspect of the cultural context of this story, especially as it concerns 
the invitation that Jesus made to his disciples.

We should begin with understanding one of the major differences in the 
Mediterranean culture of Jesus’ day and the western culture that we are 
more accustomed to. Jerome Neyrey, in his book Honor and Shame in the 
Gospel of Matthew, concludes that the pivotal cultural value of the societies 
into which Scripture was written—is honor and shame. Western theology 
has under-emphasized this in Scripture interpretation. It results in 
unnecessarily prioritizing individual guilt and law over shame and honor, 
and the Holy, royal invitation of the gospel.

We will further develop this shortly but for right now suffice it to say that 
in the honor-shame culture, the individual is never primary, but the family 
and community are the first consideration or motivation for how one lives 
and acts. This played a major role in how the Jews lived their lives in the 
Roman world. The conflict between what was honorable and shameful 
depended on the God or gods that you served. Rome considered the Jews 
atheists because they didn’t serve the Roman deities and the Jews 
considered Romans pagans because they didn’t serve the God of Israel. 
Multiculturalism almost always presents these sorts of problems and it’s 
helpful to know that when dealing with other cultures.

Last week Father Ed pointed out that Epiphany was originally a 
celebration of Jesus’ baptism. I want to briefly go back to that to illustrate 
that from the beginning of his ministry Jesus changed the dynamics of the 
culture of honor and shame. Jesus was approximately 30 years old when he 
came to John to be baptized. Basically, he was not well known except by 
those in his town, and there as the son of Joseph, a carpenter. So, Jesus was 
coming up out of obscurity. 
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This first act was to have great meaning for understanding the rest of his 
ministry. Even though there was no sin for Jesus to turn from in his 
baptism, he was making a break from his previous life. F.F. Bruce in his 
Commentary on Matthew wrote, 

In accordance with the symbolic significance of the rite as denoting 
death to an old life and rising to a new, Jesus came to be baptized in 
the sense of dying to the old natural relations to parents, neighbors, 
and earthly calling and devoting himself henceforth to his public 
Messianic vocation.

John’s gospel records John the Baptist seeing Jesus the day before he came 
to him for baptism. As Jesus walked toward him through the Holy Spirit’s 
witness he declared, 

Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! This is he of 
whom I said, ‘after me comes a man who ranks before me. I did not know 
him, but for this purpose I came baptizing with water, that he might be 
revealed to Israel.

When Jesus came to John the next day to be baptized, John saw the irony in 
the situation. Jesus had nothing to repent of, but instead he should baptize 
John. I would surmise that John, who knew the Spirit’s empowerment in 
his own life, recognized that Jesus had come to pour out the Holy Spirit in 
fuller measure than even he as a prophet experienced. Undoubtedly, John 
wanted this for himself as well. John knew within his own spirit there was 
more to be experienced and that’s what he wanted. This is a reminder that 
if Jesus has bestowed more Holy Spirit power on us than he bestowed on 
John and the Old Testament prophets, today’s church should be trusting in 
God for a much deeper empowerment in our lives and witness than most 



of us currently experience. I think we will see an answer to that in a few 
minutes.

Jesus knows John’s hesitation because it made perfect sense humanly 
speaking, but Jesus wanted to change the way that men are inclined to 
think and redirect it towards the Father. So he responds to John, “Let it be 
so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.”

It wasn’t that this act alone would fulfill all righteousness, but it was an 
important step in the overall call upon Jesus to identify himself with fallen 
and sinful man, a mission that would only finally be fulfilled at the cross. It 
would be very easy for an onlooker to assume that Jesus was like any other 
sinner coming for baptism.  Again, F.F. Bruce writes, “Christ’s baptism 
might create misunderstanding, just as his associating with publicans and 
sinners did. He was content to be misunderstood.”

Jesus had already identified himself with sinful men in his birth, his 
upbringing, and would do so at his death and so it would be the same here 
as he stood before John. His  baptism was essentially Jesus confessing to 
sins that he had not committed, as he began the process of bearing the sins 
of many. Why would he do such a thing? Because this is what the Father 
asked him to do.

The Father’s delight was expressed as Jesus came out of the water of 
baptism, “You are my beloved Son, with you I am well pleased.” Jesus had 
not come to bring honor to himself or to any man, but to his Father in 
Heaven, so it didn’t matter that those on earth, even his family wouldn’t 
understand. We see an example of this in the gospel of Mark’s account of 
Jesus calling the 12 disciples. After he had called them, he went home. 
Listen to Mark 3: 20–21, 



Then he went home, and the crowd gathered again, so that they could not 
even eat. 21 And when his family heard it, they went out to seize him, for 
they were saying, “He is out of his mind.”

 His family felt that Jesus was out of his mind and went to bring him under 
control because essentially, he was bringing great shame on his family. It’s 
in verse 31–35 that we read of Jesus’ opinion on that, 

And his mother and his brothers came, and standing outside they sent to 
him and called him. 32 And a crowd was sitting around him, and they said 
to him, “Your mother and your brothers are outside, seeking you.” 33 And 
he answered them, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” 34 And 
looking about at those who sat around him, he said, “Here are my mother 
and my brothers! 35 For whoever does the will of God, he is my brother 
and sister and mother.”

Jesus was setting the example of living for the honor and delight of the 
Father. To do anything less would be to bring shame and that was 
unthinkable.

Let’s turn our focus on our gospel passage in Matthew 4:12–22. I want to 
mainly focus briefly on verses 18–21 but I would like to make a few 
comments on the opening portion of our passage. Matthew points out that 
John the Baptist’s imprisonment was the signal for the public ministry of 
Jesus to begin in earnest. The forerunner had completed his mission doing 
exactly what the prophets had foretold. Matthew points out that Jesus 
moves from his hometown in Nazareth to a region with a much larger 
population in Capernaum. Even though Jesus would initially go to the 
House of Israel, Matthew points out that Jesus was fulfilling Isaiah 9:2 
because it had always been the heart of God that all nations who lived in 
darkness would have the light of Christ shined upon them. Israel was 
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supposed to fulfill that mission but had failed time and again. The task 
could only be fulfilled by the work of Jesus, God’s true Servant-Son. 
Moving to Capernaum would cause the news of Jesus to spread quickly 
around the perimeters of the Lake of Galilee and the nearby trade route. 
Both the example of John and the movements of Jesus were in accordance 
with the prophecies that foretold their coming and purpose. That should 
give us great encouragement as we see how the plan of God unfolded as 
promised. Let’s now read again Matthew 4:17–22, 

From that time Jesus began to preach, saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand.” 18 While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two 
brothers, Simon (who is called Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a 
net into the sea, for they were fishermen. 19 And he said to them, “Follow 
me, and I will make you fishers of men.” 20 Immediately they left their 
nets and followed him. 21 And going on from there he saw two other 
brothers, James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat with 
Zebedee their father, mending their nets, and he called them. 
22 Immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him.

So far in Matthew’s gospel Jesus has been baptized, filled with the Holy 
Spirit and commissioned by the Father. The devil has tested him in the 
wilderness, the forerunner has completed his mission and Jesus has settled 
into Capernaum to begin his public ministry. He begins with the same 
message of John the Baptist, “Repent for the Kingdom of Heaven is at 
hand.” 

When people today hear the word repent, they often get a mental picture of 
some angry looking self-proclaimed prophet with “Turn or Burn” signs, 
hurling insults at passersby. This past week many of us saw a clear 
example of that in videos shown over and over of men on the Capitol 
complex in Washington, DC claiming to be of the line of Israel. They were 



screaming insults and profanity at those who weren’t like them and 
claiming that God was preparing to reign down the fires of heaven upon 
them. 

Whereas, it’s true that God’s judgment will one day come down upon 
those who reject his Son Jesus Christ that wasn’t the intention of our text 
this morning. In our passage the invitation of Jesus to repent is less about 
turning away and more about turning toward the life-giving and the good. 
It is motivated less by fear and more by joy, and connects intimately with 
what it means to surrender our life to Jesus—to bend our knee and bow 
before Him as King. 

Repentance can literally be read as “coming to your senses.” It derives from 
the Greek word metanoia. It is literally a “relocation of the mind”—a 
change of perception that sparks a change in direction, an epiphany about 
what’s truly valuable, that reorients one’s priorities and trajectory in life. 
Yes, it involves turning away from the bad, but it’s driven by something 
much more contagious: falling in love with the good. Jesus came preaching, 
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand”. He didn’t say “Repent in 
order to get the kingdom here”; He said, “Repent because the kingdom’s 
already here.” Everything that they had been waiting for was there in the 
person of Jesus Christ, this should have been a time of celebration not fear 
if they could recognize the invitation and turn towards the gift that God 
was offering them. 

Repentance allows you to realign your life around what’s truly real and 
reorient what you’re living for, in light of God’s radiant glory. In Matthew’s 
gospel he moved from our story this morning into stories of Jesus’ healing 
power and authority over the demonic and then a wonderful teaching in 
the Sermon on the Mount of what it looks like to live in God’s kingdom. 
Jesus had come to tangibly demonstrate that God had heard their prayers 



and had come to fulfill his promise of restoration. Repentance means 
reevaluating what you perceive to be truly valuable in view of God’s in-
breaking victory over all the earth through Jesus Christ, and turning from 
the kingdom of self toward the kingdom of God.

Another point to consider in this story is that rabbis did not go looking for 
students. Students would come to a rabbi asking to come under his 
tutelage. Any rabbi worth following would have plenty of young students 
seeking to be taught by him. It would be shameful if a rabbi needed to seek 
out students to follow him. Jesus wasn’t waiting for disciples to come to 
him but instead pursued those he had chosen to mentor and disciple. He 
wasn’t going to wait to establish a reputation because who would believe 
that he was God in the flesh because he said so? So, when Jesus was 
walking by the Sea of Galilee and he calls to Simon Peter, Andrew, James 
and John to come and follow him, it isn’t for a stroll along the beach and a 
rousing discussion on the subject of “fishing for men”. He was calling them 
to follow a new teaching that would require a life of faithfulness to their 
Teacher. 

They left their boats and their father to follow Jesus without knowing what 
the future held. I have heard suggested that they still fished to make a 
living and would follow Jesus when he traveled out of the region. Later in 
Matthew 19:27 Peter would say to Jesus, “Lord, we have left everything to 
follow you.” We need to understand what this entailed for them in their 
culture. Fishermen or other artisans had far less income than the wealthy, 
but they were also not like 90% of the population that were considered 
peasants. They had a stable income and a family business that was most 
likely fairly profitable. They were walking away from a stable lifestyle into 
the unknown. In Matthew’s gospel it seems like Jesus just walked up and 
invites to follow him and they just mindlessly say, “Sure, why not”.



According to the Gospels of Luke and John the disciples became 
acquainted with Jesus through hearing him teach publicly and through the 
testimony of John the Baptist. So, when they laid down their nets and 
followed Jesus, he was not a stranger but someone they had most likely 
met. Still it’s hard to fathom the courage it took to lay down everything and 
follow him. The Bible doesn’t tell us the response of their families and 
friends. In their culture to walk away from a family business was to bring 
dishonor upon the father and to walk away from the security of a stable 
income would most likely be seen as dishonoring to family and 
community. What was it about Jesus that made this all seem worthwhile? 
Praise God that they stayed the course and followed the call of Jesus to be 
fishers of men until their deaths. It’s why we have the church.

I want to pose a question for those of us here this morning who have 
decided to follow Jesus and to obey his word. What did you think his 
invitation to you entailed? Have you asked him recently?

Does following Jesus mean that you read your Bible, pray and try to live as 
best you can to honor him, or does it include inviting Jesus to do whatever 
he wants in and through you for the honor of the Father? I believe that it is 
vitally important for each of us to ask the Holy Spirit to reveal to us the 
invitation of Jesus to follow him faithfully, no matter the cost.

What do you think would happen at this church if we chose to follow Jesus 
with the level of commitment as the disciples? Will you ask Jesus to show 
you that and to give you the courage to do whatever he says? 

Let’s pray.
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